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cent of the land; the rest is a patchwork of protected areas
and marine reserves. The regional government aims to pro-
duce 75 percent of the islands’ energy from renewables by
2018. Little wonder, then, the Azores were once named the
world’s top destination for sustainable tourism by Quality
Coast, a European Commission-supported certification
program. In fact, it is the only place in the world to receive
a Platinum Award, the organization’s highest accolade.

ADVENTURES AT SEA
Whale watching

The Azores are best known for whale and dolphin watch-
ing; the archipelago is a pit stop or home for about a third
of the world’s species of cetacean. Year-round residents in-
clude sperm whales, common dolphins and bottlenose dol-
phins. Many other species (including blue whales - the
largest animal in the history of the planet) pass through on
migration routes.

Well-organized tours run from the larger islands and go
to great lengths to whale-watch responsibly. A code of con-
duct governs how many boats can congregate near a whale,
the direction from which they must approach the animals,
and how long they’re allowed to shadow them.

Not so long ago, of course, people came armed with
harpoons rather than cameras. Whale hunting - introduced
by Americans in the 18th century - played a part in the
Azorean economy until as recently as 1987. In one of many
ironies, the vigia (watchtowers) once used for hunting
these leviathans now help to steer tourist boats to their
quarry. The Whalers’ Museum on Pico and the Whaling
Station at Porto Pim on Faial tell the story of the industry
and its demise.

Diving
Nutrient-rich water welling up from the deep - or rather

the life it supports - is what attracts the whales; this is also
what makes the Azores one of, if not the, best diving loca-
tions in the Atlantic. Warmed to between 17 degrees Celsius
and 24 degrees Celsius, the seas truly teem, and visibility
reaches 30 metres between May and October.

The kaleidoscope of species - from yellowmouth bar-
racuda to devil rays, loggerhead turtles to slipper lobsters -
arises from the extraordinary range of habitats. Wrasse,
damsel fish and moray eels dwell in the coast’s jade-green
bays; marlin, tuna and shark swirl around the peaks of
barely submerged volcanoes; jacks, bonitos and grouper
patrol the walls of underwater cliffs; more delicate life
forms shelter in caves formed from lava tubes; and count-
less other species take up residence in the shipwrecks clut-
tering the seafloor. All the islands apart from Sao Jorge and
Corvo have accredited dive centres offering excursions and
equipment hire.

Watersports
The mild weather, warm water and variety of the coast-

line also make the Azores a year-round destination for wa-
tersports. The attractions for sailors are obvious and
Azorean harbours host a calendar of regattas and events.
Horta, the main town of Faial, is the cosmopolitan centre of
this transatlantic traffic, and its marina has become an
open-air gallery of murals painted by superstitious crews
before they depart on their voyages.

Over the last decade, word of the Azores’ consistent,
crowd-free surf has spread; Santa Maria and Sao Miguel
have reliable beach and point breaks; aficionados, mean-
while, head to the fajas (flat land at the foot of cliffs) of Sao
Jorge, where the Atlantic crashes upon reefs to create
longer, tube-shaped waves. The conditions also make for
great windsurfing, kayaking, stand up paddle boarding, and
other water-based activities, while those seeking something
more restful can always take a dip in one of the swimming
holes formed by lava as it cooled flowing into the sea.

ADVENTURES ON LAND
Geotourism

Anyone remotely interested in geology will be in their el-
ement. The islands’ topography speaks of their volcanic ori-
gin in dramatic fashion, but there is more to see than just
craters and cones; cave systems, rock formations, hot

Up to a third of the world’s cetaceans can be found in the waters around the Azores, including bottlenose dolphins

Blue sharks and many other large pelagic species of fish are regular visitors in the mid-Atlantic

The eruption of Capelinhos off the coast of Faial in 1957 gave geologists a ringside seat to observe the development of a submerged
volcano


